Digestive capacity of the rabbit during the post-weaning period, according to the milk/solid feed intake pattern before weaning.
The milk/solid feed intake pattern and digestive capacity were compared in two groups of young rabbits reared between 16 and 32 days in litters of four (L4 group, n = 18 litters) or ten pups (L10, n = 20) in order to modulate milk availability. Compared to the L4 group, rabbits in the L10 group presented a lower milk intake (22.3 versus 28.8 g x day(-1)) and a higher solid feed intake (12.9 versus 8.0 g x day(-1)) between 16 and 32 days of age. Live weight and weight gain were significantly lower in the L10 (-15%) than in the L4 group from 22 until 42 days. No significant difference was observed among the two groups for post-weaning digestibility and for the intraluminal specific or total activities of amylase and maltase. The total intraluminal activity (pool of enzyme) of amylase and maltase doubled between weaning (32 days) and 42 days. At weaning, the specific activity of amylase was similar in the jejunal and ileal segments (8.5 AU x g(-1)). From 32 to 42 days, the specific amylase activity doubled in the jejunum, while it remained steady in the ileum. The intraluminal specific maltase activity did not significantly change between 32 and 42 days, while it was twice as high in the jejunum compared to the ileum (3.5 versus 1.8 micromoles hydrolysed maltose x g(-1), respectively).